Summary. The 
Introduction
As parturition approaches there is softening of the cervix of rats (Hollingsworth, Isherwood & Foster, 1979; Hollingsworth & Williams, 1980) , ewes and goats (Fitzpatrick, 1977; Stys, Clewell & Meschia, 1978) and women (Conrad & Ueland, 1976) . Softening is a change in the tensile properties of a tissue so that it will deform at a greater rate or to a greater degree when stress is applied (Wainwright, Biggs, Currey & Gosline, 1976) . Uterine contractility also increases towards term in rats (Fuchs, 1969) , ewes (Stys et ai, 1978) and women (Turnbull & Anderson, 1971 ). Several prostaglandins have been shown to soften the cervix of the pregnant woman and will increase uterine contractions (Calder, 1979) . It has therefore been suggested (see Karim & Prasad, 1979 ) that cervical softening before parturition or after prostaglandin treatment is a consequence of increased uterine contractility. The objective of the present experiments was to examine the independence of changes in cervical tensile properties and uterine contractility in the pregnant rat.
Materials and Methods
Primigravid Sprague-Dawley rats (Siegel, 1956 (Hollingsworth et ai, 1979) . This increase had still occurred in rats in which the cervices had been surgically separated from the uterine horns on Day 11. These cervices were macroscopically normal but slightly heavier than those of controls. Measurements of cervical creep will be unaffected by changes in weight of this magnitude (Hollingsworth et ai, 1979 
Experiment 2
The nature of uterine contractions on Days 18-20 in rats with intact ovaries ( (Hollingsworth et ai, 1979) . Softening must be clearly distinguished from dilatation; the former is a change in tensile properties while the latter is the actual change in dimensions of the cervix. Because cervical dilatation at term clearly results from uterine contractions, it has been suggested that cervical softening results from the same cause (Karim & Prasad, 1979) . Experiment 1 clearly showed that the increase in cervical creep that occurs between Day 11 and 19 of pregnancy was unaffected by surgical separation of the cervix and uterine horns. Uterine contractile activity is present throughout middle and late pregnancy in the rat (Table 2 ; Fuchs, 1969 in Exp. 2 was similar to that described by Fuchs (1969) and allows observations to be made in conscious, unrestrained animals. In some rats from each experimental group the fetus adjacent to the microballoon was dead at autopsy, but this cannot account for the marked differences in uterine contractility between the groups. After a 15-min stabilization period uterine contractility is then constant for several hours (M. Hollingsworth, unpublished) so a 1-h recording period on each day was felt to be representative of the uterine contractility of that animal. It is considered that the integral is the most relevant measure of total uterine contractility because it is determined by the amplitude, duration and frequency of uterine contractions. Experiment 2 demonstrated that after ovariectomy the integral of uterine contractility was markedly increased and maintained over at least 3 days although cervical creep decreased to values measured in non-pregnant rats (Hollingsworth et ai, 1979) . The decrease in creep measured 4 days after ovariectomy (Group 2B) is unlikely to be due to the fetal mortality because steroid treatment (Group 2C), which maintained fetal viability, did not return values to that of intact controls. Treatment of ovariectomized rats with oestradiol-17ß benzoate plus progesterone decreased uterine contractility towards that of intact controls but increased cervical creep, indicating that uterine contractility and cervical creep can be manipulated in opposite directions.
The present results demonstrate that cervical softening in the pregnant rat is not necessarily a consequence of increased uterine contractility. While the control of these functions may be similar they can be separately modified.
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